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Bridging Disciplinary Divides in the 
Study of Brazilian Instrumental Music

Bryan McCann

Academic and popular investigation of Brazilian popular music has bur-
geoned in recent years. In keeping with trends of cultural and political plu-
ralization throughout Brazil, recent scholarship has expanded dramatically 
in its range—from the sacred music of umbanda rituals in Porto Alegre to 
the history of Paraense pop, Brazilian music is under investigation.

Although most recent work is inherently interdisciplinary, drawing on 
methodologies and ideas from musicology, ethnomusicology, anthropology, 
history, literature and political science, to list the most obvious participat-
ing disciplines, the publication and dissemination of this work still tends 
to conform to disciplinary boundaries. Historians publish in history jour-
nals, anthroplogists publish in anthropology journals, and although Google 
Scholar, JSTOR and Project Muse make nearly everything instantly search-
able, cross-fertilization is still more likely to happen out in the fi eld than in 
the conference room or editorial process. Th e Luso-Brazilian Review repre-
sents an ideal forum for interdisciplinary work on Brazilian music.

Th e gap between musicologists and ethnomusicologists on one hand and 
scholars from all other disciplines on the other is particularly vexing, for 
several reasons. To begin, this work has expanded dramatically in recent 
years—the Brazilianist faction of the Society for Ethnomusicology is now 
one of the most vital and productive subsectors of that association. Because 
many musicologists and ethnomusicologists either remain professional 
musicians or are teaching in programs that do not emphasize publication, 
much of this work remains unpublished. But it deserves to be read by schol-
ars from other disciplines, not only for its rich analyses of Brazilian musical 
practices, but for the paths it opens up for broader investigations of Brazil-
ian history and current life.

A number of senior scholars in this fi eld are already relatively well-known 
to interdisciplinary scholars. Gerard Behague’s work on Heitor Villa Lobos 
and on Latin American music more generally set a standard for musicology 
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of the Americas. Gerhard Kubik’s wide-ranging ethnomusicological work 
has infl uenced the way two generations of scholars think about African in-
fl uence in the Americas. Anthony Seeger’s work on Amazonian indigenous 
music is a touchstone for anthropologists of the region, and his thought on 
musical traditions has shaped a broader array of inquiries. Elizabeth Tra-
vassos, Larry Crook, John Murphy and Suzel Reily have all become crucial 
interlocutors for scholars of the Brazilian northeast and southeast.

Martha Tupinambá de Ulhôa’s pathbreaking work on Brazilian rock, 
popular reception and categorization has strongly infl uenced work by liter-
ary scholars on similar scenes. Frederick Moehn’s recent work on the pro-
duction of MPB and its political resonance in the 1990s has similarly been 
met with great enthusiasm from a broader cultural studies audience. Carlos 
Sandroni’s work on samba has been crucial to a broader reconsideration of 
the history of that form. Samuel Araújo’s work has led the way for investi-
gations of the intersections of popular music and politics. Th omas Garcia’s 
and Tamara Livingston-Isenhour’s work on choro has helped awaken inter-
disciplinary interest in this genre. And Cristina Magaldi’s work on erudite 
music in nineteenth-century Rio de Janeiro has added sharp detail to our 
understanding of the ebb and fl ow of cultural infl uence in this period.

But the work of many younger scholars has yet to cross the disciplinary 
divide. Th ere is a strong contingent of young ethnomusicologists of Brazil 
whose work will be of great interest to historians, anthropologists, political 
scientists and literary scholars. In addition to Gidal and Lamen, cited above, 
Andrew Connell on choro and its experimental off shoots, Dan Sharp on 
samba de coco and Pernambucan rural music, Jeff  Packman on music and 
labor in Salvador da Bahia, and Ron Conner on maracatu in Ceará have all 
pursued work that is deeply-grounded in the concerns of social history. 
Michael Silvers’s research into forró and drought in Ceará, Michael Iyana-
ga’s research on samba-de-roda and the politics of cultural patrimony, and 
Laila Rosa’s research on Afro-Brazilian sacred music in Olinda are all proj-
ects that will reach fruition in the next several years, and should be of great 
interest to interdisciplinary scholars.

Similarly, a young generation of Brazilian scholars conducting inter-
disciplinary work on music deserves greater international exposure. Promi-
nent in this category are scholars like Maurício de Carvalho Teixeira, writ-
ing on music and modernism, and Rita de Cácia Oenning da Silva, writing 
on child street performers in Recife.

Work on Brazilian instrumental music has been particularly slow to cross 
disciplinary boundaries. Th e body of evidence for this work tends to require 
musical annotation, requiring some musical literacy from intended readers. 
And because this music tends not to be the best-known by international fans 
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and scholars, it has been more diffi  cult for scholars of instrumental music to 
reach out to an interdisciplinary audience.

Towards that end, this volume brings together the work of fi ve excit-
ing young scholars of Brazilian instrumental music. Th e diversity of their 
work refl ects the broad array of concerns and methodologies characteriz-
ing this recent scholarship, and can be taken as representative of broader 
movements.

Eric Galm’s work on the berimbau brings to light the key contributions 
made by Naná Vasconcelos, Dinho Nascimento and Ramiro Musotto in the 
expansion of this instrument’s possibilities. Th e berimbau is still oft en dis-
missed as folkloric, static, and highly limited. Galm’s sensitive analysis re-
veals the recent artistic history of the berimbau, and brings the innovations 
of its key practitioners to light.

Julie Koidin’s article on Benedicto Lacerda investigates the career of one 
of Brazil’s most infl uential musicians, whose pivotal career has previously 
received little investigation. Because Lacerda has been criticized—unjustly, 
for the most part—as the man who convinced Pixinguinha to give up the 
fl ute and as someone who registered other people’s compositions under his 
own name, his own artistry has not received the critical attention it deserves. 
Koidin sets the record straight with her analysis here.

Richard Miller’s article on Tango Brasileiro, Maxixe and Choro pins 
down the subtle but defi ning diff erences between these rhythms, explores 
their dissemination in the musical world of late nineteenth and early 
 twentieth-century Rio de Janeiro, and analyzes their connections to broader 
Afro-Atlantic practices.

Kariann Goldschmitt and Jason Stanyek explore the reception and re-
production of Brazilian music in the United States. Goldschmitt’s work on 
bossa nova dance is fi ne transnational social and cultural history with an 
ethnomusicological foundation. Stanyek’s analysis of choro reveals that the 
genre is the longest-lived Brazilian musical import to the United States, but 
that its resonance has changed considerably in the last twenty years.

Each of these works represents an avenue for further study—the inves-
tigation of the evolving use of traditional instruments, analysis of the deep 
structure and cultural meanings of Brazilian genres and rhythms, critical 
refl ection on the work of key performers and composers, and analysis of 
reception and diff usion. Th e scholars represented here draw on archival 
documents ranging from unpublished musical compositions and draft s of 
alternative musical notation systems to more traditional sources for scholars 
in other humanistic disciplines, such as personal and professional corre-
spondence, written contracts and business records. Th ey also rely on oral 
histories, fi eld recordings, and sensitive evaluations of secondary sources (of 
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both published and recorded nature). Th eir use of this wide range of source 
material points to opportunities for scholars from other disciplines to push 
beyond words and images, incorporating music—as encountered in record-
ings, live performances, notation and description—into their source bases, 
and to look for the evidence of broader social and historical themes and 
transitions within that music.

Collectively, these articles reveal the vitality of a mature and expand-
ing fi eld, and off er indications of the promise of greater interdisciplinary 
investigation.
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